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INTRODUCTION

M assachusetts Electric Company and Nantucket Electric Company (together, “Mass. Electric”
or “Company”) appreciate the opportunity to provide comments on the effectiveness of current low-
income outreach programs and enhancing enrollment procedures for digible cusomers. Asindicated in
the Department of Telecommunication and Energy’s (“ Department”) Vote and Order to Open
Investigation in this docket, Mass. Electric has been committed to providing a discounted rate for retall
delivery service to digible customers since 1978. As of December 2001, Massachusetts Electric
Company has 71,009 customers and Nantucket Electric Company has 68 customers on the residential

discount rate (Rate R-2).



DISCUSSION

@ Describe outreach effortsto identify eligible discount customers.

Mass. Electric undertakes various efforts in its commitment to reach cusomers who are digible
for the resdentid discount rate. The following describes the Company’ s different methods of
communication of the rate. For a more extensive discussion of Mass. Electric’'s 2001 outreach efforts,
please refer to the Company’s 2001 Annua Report to the DOER, attached hereto as Exhibit 1.

?7? Point of Purchase Displays

Mass. Electric provides educationd point-of- purchase displays explaning the avallahility of the
discount rate and discount rate applications to gppropriate governmenta agencies, payment agencies
and community libraries. These governmentd agencies include the Massachusetts Department of
Revenue, Massachusetts Department of Trangtiona Assstance, Massachusetts Department of Housing
and Community Development, M assachusetts Department of Veteran Services, and U.S. Socid
Security Adminigtration. In 2001, the Company aso provided goproximately 200 point- of-purchase
displays to payment agencies located both within and outside of the Company’s service territory.*

Such payment agencies include, but are not limited to, local supermarkets, variety stores, banks and
pharmacies. In addition, Mass. Electric provided approximately 170 point- of-purchase displays to

locd community libraries during 2001.

?? Bill Newdletters/ Bill M essages/ Welcome Package

! The Company provides point-of-purchase displays outside of its service territory to reach customers who
may work outside of the Company’s service territory yet live and have electric accounts within the
Company’s service territory.
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The Company includes discount rate information in its bill inserts, bill messages, Welcome
Packages, and newdetters. Mass. Electric has found that using these mediums is the strongest avenue
for informing consumers of the availability of the discount rate, as they are the most frequently read
communication pieces. Throughout 2001, the Company included a number of inserts regarding the
discount rate and digibility criteriain many monthly bills?

The Company has expanded its Welcome Package program. Mass. Electric now sendsa
Wecome Package to dl new resdentid customersin its service territory. The package contains a user-
friendly guide with helpful information about electricity, energy conservation, products and services, as
well as savings and sarvices availadle in the community. The Welcome Package contains a dedicated
page that explains the Company’s resdentid discount rate and its digibility requirements.

?7? Company Webste
Discount rate digibility guiddine information, aswell as printable versons of goplications, can

a0 be found on the Company’ s websites: www.massdl ectric.com and www.nantucketel ectric.com.

?7? Customer Service Representatives

% The Company includes bill messages regarding the residential discount rate via stand-alone bill inserts
detailing the rate and its eligibility criteria, as well as in the Summary of Rates bill insert sent to new residentia
customers. The bill insert is identified as an important notice in four languages. Spanish, Portuguese,
Cambodian, and Vietnamese. In 2001, the Company mailed stand-alone Rate R-2 discount rate bill inserts to
all residential customers detailing the rate and its éigibility criteria in its January, February, June, September
and October hills (attached hereto as Exhibit 2). The Company mailed Summary of Rates inserts to all new
customers detailing the Rate R-2 discount rate and €ligibility criteriain their June, July, August, September,
October, and November bills (attached hereto as Exhibit 3). In August, the Company also mailed its annual
version of the Summary of Rates insert to all customers. Thisinsert detailed the Rate R-2 discount rate and
eligibility criteria (attached hereto as Exhibit 4). In addition, in January, the Rate R-2 discount rate was
detailed in an insert mailed to all Standard Offer customers notifying them of the increase in the Standard
Offer Service rate.
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Mass. Electric Customer Service Representatives aso provide discount rate information to al
new customers who cal to apply for dectric service. All Customer Service Representatives have been
and continue to be trained on providing current information to new customers as well asto address
guestions that any customer or organization may have regarding the discount rate.

? Noticeto Customers/ Compliance with Benefit Agency Lists

Each year, customers receiving service under the discount rate must re-gpply for benefits. Those
customers who no longer qudify for the discount rate are removed from the rate. To prevent potentialy
eigible cusomers from being removed from the discount rate prematurely, the Company sends letters
and gpplications to R-2 customers who have not yet regpplied and are going to be removed from the
discount rate. This mailing gives affected customers an additiona two weeks to re-certify for the
discount rate in the event they quaify under another means tested program.

In an effort to place customers on the discount rate that may have not submitted an gpplication,
Mass. Electric compares lists provided by benefit agencies of participants recelving benefits through
their programs againgt the Company’ s customer database. Should a name gppear on the list and the
customer currently receiving service is not on the discount rate, the Company places the customer on

the discount rate without further inquiry or need for documentation.



2 Describe current proceduresused for subscriber digibility verification and
enrollment.

Asthe Department is aware, the Electric Utility Restructuring Act of 1997 (the “Act”) requires
that dectric utilities make available a discount rate for those customers of the utility that meet the income
eligibility requirements of and receive benefits under means tested public benefit programs, or are
eligiblefor LIHEAP, or its successor program, for which digibility does not exceed 175% of the federd
poverty level (“FPL").

In conjunction with the enactment of these digibility requirements for the discount rate, Mass.
Electric redesigned its gpplication for service under Rate R-2. Mass. Electric’' s gpplication for the R-2
discount rate (attached hereto as Exhibit 5) indicates thet to be digible for the discount: your household
income cannot exceed 175% of the FPL; you are aresidentid customer (primary dwelling only); your
eectric bill isin your name; AND you are currently receiving benefits under one of the following
programs.  Supplementa Security Income; TAFDC; EAEDC; Food Stamps, Public Housing; Head
Start; Mass. Hedlth; Veterans Non-Service Pension; Veterans Chapter 115 Benefits, Veterans DIC
Surviving Parent; Fud Assistance (includes receipt of benfit or verification of digibility for the
program); National School Lunch Program; School Breskfast Program; or Mass. Commission for the
Blind Benefits. By completing the application, the customer authorizes the agency providing the benefits
to: (1) release information to Mass. Electric for assgnment and annuad re-certification for the discount
rate; and (2) notify the Company if the customer’s benefits are discontinued. The bottom of the
gpplication states that a recent proof of benefits, along with the gpplication, is required for the following

programs. Head Start, Veterans DIC Surviving Parent, Veterans Non-Service Pension, Nationa



School Lunch or School Breskfast Program.

The following chart sets forth the Company’ s verification procedures. For Department of

Trangtiona Assstance benefits, the Company places the customer on Rate R-2 prior to receiving

verification from the socid services agency. For dl other benefits, the Company does not put the

customer on Rate R-2 until the Company recalives verification from the agency. Those customers who

are denied assignment to the discount rate are sent adenid letter and their application is returned to

them.

Agency

Verification Procedure

Department of Trangtiona Assstance for
EAEDC, Food Stamps, SSI and TAFDC

Accounts are coded for the R-2 rate until
veification fromthe DTA. A discissent to the
DTA in Bogon for verification. The DTA
notifies us of the following: () if the customer is
active; (b) if the customer’s caseis closed; or (€)
there isno match. Those who are denied are
sent adenid letter and the application isreturned
to them. In addition, their rate is changed back
to R-1. (Name & SS# verified)

Fuel Assistance/ LIHEAP

Fuel Assgtance notifies Mass. Electric of
customer’ s digibility and asaresult of that
notice, the customer is put on the R-2 rate.

Divison of Medicd Assstance (DMA)

A spreadsheet with customers namesise
mailed to Boston once a month for verification of
digibility. (Name & SS# verified)

M assachusatts Commisson for the Blind

Same as above

Head Start

Customer provides a copy of their child's Head
Start enrollment.




School Meal Programs

Customer provides a copy of the “Med Benefit
Noatification” that their child is receiving these
benefits. In many ingancesthe formiis
addressed “ Dear Parent” and does not include
any persona information or the name of the
schoal that the child isattending. Mass. Electric
has aso received letters on individua school
letterhead. Because the School Breakfast and
School Lunch programs are individud to each
community, it makes it difficult to verify these
two benefits. Thereisno centralized “clearing
housg’ for these programs.

Public Housing

A cover |etter dong with a copy of the
customer's application and the income dligibility
guidelines are faxed to the gppropriate housing
authority or gpartment complex manager to
verify income and housng. Thisisdoneona
monthly basis. Responses are faxed back to the

Company.

Veterans Chapter 115 Benefits

A copy of the customer’s gpplication and a
benefits certification form for the Veteran's agent
to 9gn are mailed to each of the gpplicable
Veteran's Agents. Thisisdone on amonthly
bass. The form is signed and returned to the
Company. (Name & SS# are verified)

Veterans Non-Service Pension and
Veteran's DIC Surviving Parent

Customer provides a copy of award letter dong
with their gpplication.

Asindicated above, Mass. Electric struggles with obtaining verifications from School Breskfast, School

Lunch, Public Housing and dl Veteran's programs.

3

Discuss whether current subscriber eigibility standardswould permit utilitiesto enroll

each other’s customersin discount programs.

Asindicated above and as required under the Act, Mass. Electric’ sresidentia discount rateis

available to any customer upon verification of acustomer’s receipt of any means-tested public benefit,

or verification of digibility for LIHEAP, or its successor program, for which eligibility does not exceed
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175% of the FPL based on a household' s gross income.

Discount rate digibility sandards, in terms of the financid criteria (i.e., percentage of the FPL)
and utilization of specific meanstested programs (i.e., assistance agencies), vary across each utility.
Sincethereis an inherent difference in the sandards for utilities, it would be extremely difficult to enrall
each other’ s customers on a discount rate which has conflicting income requirements with another
utility’ s discount rete.

To the extent unified digibility sandards were established across each utility, there would il be
barriers that would makeit logidticaly difficult for each utility to enrall each other’ s cusomers onto its
discount rate. Permitting utilities to enroll each other’ s customers would require each company to build
an extensive system to support the exchange of information directly into each other’s customer
information system. Should the Department find that digibility for al of the utilities discount rates be
identica, cost recovery of additiond benefits provided to quaified customers for those utilities providing
additiond benefits would be a concern for the utilities. In this case, the Department should consider
dlowing the utilities to adjust their ditribution rates accordingly.

To the extent a complex data exchange system was devel oped, the utilities would have no
guarantee that the customer of record for eectric, gas and phone service wasthe samein dl cases. The
development of a database would be costly and would likely require the Department to mandate that a
customer provide the utilities with a unique identifier, such as socid security

number, to ensure that utilities were able to uniformly track customers in each other’ s respective



service territories

In addition, issues concerning the release of confidential customer information would need to be
explored from alega perspective if this proposal wasto beimplemented. See Company’ s response to
Questions 6 and 7 below.

4 Discuss strategies for addressing varying income requirements of public benefit
programs.

Once a customer receives benefits (or in the case of LIHEAP, verification of digibility to receive
benefits) under the many public benefit programs available in the State, the customer isdligible to
receive service under the Company’ s discount rate. To receive benefits under these programs, the
customer must fulfill the income requirements of the particular program under which he/she would
receive a benefit.

The Company relies on the public benefit programs to determine igibility for and receipt of
benefits from their programs, and thereby digibility for the Company’ s discount rate. The Company’s
processes are premised on the public benefit programs providing such verification as required under the
Act to the Company prior to the Company placing the customer on its discount rate. Asfar asvarying
income requirements of the various public benefit programs, the Company does not believe this facet
should be considered in placing customers on its discount rate. The Act specifically leaves the door

open for any number of means tested public benefits, for which igibility does not exceed 175% of the

3 Mass. Electric does not have the social security numbers of al of its customers. While the Company seeks
this information from its customers as a means of having a unique identifier for the customer for
administrative purposes, not al customers provide the information and the Company cannot require it. See
Swisher v. Department of the Air Force, 495 F. Supp. 337, 340 (W.D. Mo. 1980), aff'd, 660 F.2d 369 (8"
Circ. 1981) (Court found that socia security numbers were protected from public disclosure under a
Freedom of Information Act request to a government agency; disclosure of socia security numbers would
“congtitute a clearly unwarranted invasion of personal privacy.”).

9



FPL, that would dlow a customer to become digible for the Company’ s discount rate. Therefore, the
varying income requirements for these numerous public benefit programs are not a concern for the
Company.

The Company has worked with LIHEAP in differentiating between those customers digible for
the discount rate at 175% of the FPL and the expanded dligibility for LIHEAP at 200% of the FPL
implemented within the last year. Since the Act clearly specifies the level of household income that
qudifiesfor the discount rate, the Company established processes with LIHEAP to identify only those
customers at or below 175% of the FPL from the total group customers having total household income
up to 200% of the FPL and thereby receiving LIHEAP benefits. Since LIHEAP digihility is specificaly
dated in the Act, the Company believesit has the latitude to place on its discount rate only those
customers meting the LIHEAP digibility requirements provided for under the Act.

) Discuss whether utilities could implement a computer matching program to verify
subscriber digibility and enrall eligible customersin discount programs.

As part of quaifying to receive the Company’s discount rate, a customer needs to be receiving
ameans tested public benefit. Under a proposd to automate the verification of customer digibility and
enrollment, the utilities and associated means tested benefit programs would need to jointly design and
build an information system to process and exchange customer data. In addition, the Company
envisons the data flow to be asfollows. Upon receipt of an application for the discount rate, the utility
would dectronically forward the request to the means tested public benefit program for verification.
The means tested benefit program would review the application, verify digibility and dectronicaly

respond to the utility with the appropriate authorization to place the customer on the discount rete.
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The development of a computer matching program istechnically feasible, however it may be
costly and logisticadly difficult to derive a consstent data exchange process and connection for each and
every means tested public benefit program, which are decentralized across the Company’ s service
territory. Furthermore, the desire to accomplish this objective from a systems perspective is inherently
chdlenging due to the fact that each means tested organization has varying information system standards,
support and level of sophigtication. 1n anided world, an agency would act as a centralized point of
contact to validate cusomer digibility and forward enrollment data to/from the utility. To the extent the
Commonwedth centrdized the verification process, such actions would dramatically reduce data
transmission development and associated cost to the utilities, and would improve the overdl enrollment
process for customers. The Company strongly encourages the use of technology to exchange data
to/from an agency that would act as a centralized bureau to vaidate digibility and forward customer
specific enrollment information.

(6) Discusswhether any legal impediment existsto enrolling eligible customersin all
available discount programs.

Facing eigible cusomers autometicaly on dl available discount programs raises the legd issue of
apotentia invasion of a customer’s privacy rights associated with the sharing of sengtive, confidentia
customer informeation among utilities.

Automaticaly placing digible customers on dl available discount rates could be a potentid
invasion of acustomer’s privacy rights. In order to automaticaly place an digible customer on the

discount rate, there would have to be a sharing of data among the utilities. In particular, the data that
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would need to be shared is sensitive, confidential customer information — specifically, financia status. *
M assachusetts courts have found that such information — namely, welfare payments — are “intimate
details of ahighly persond nature’ disclosure of which would condtitute an “unwarranted invasion of
persond privacy.” See Doev. Registrar of Motor

Vehicles, 1993 Mass. Super. LEXIS 286 (1993) (on remand from 26 Mass. App. Ct. 415 (1998),
27 Mass. App. Ct. 1192 (1989)). The court found that receipt of welfare paymentsis uniquely private
and should be protected as such. 1d. Accordingly, a customer should be notified and consent to the
fact that by gpplying for a discount rate with one utility, there will be a sharing of such information with
other utilities.

) Discuss privacy concernsrelated to electronic sharing of financial or other
confidential information.

As discussed in response to Question 6 above, there can be no doubt that a customer’s
financid datusis private and the dectronic sharing of such information could violate a customer’ s right
to privacy. If acustomer consented to dlowing the utilities to share this informetion, there would need
to be enough confidentiadity provisionsin place so that this information would be protected by the
utilities and not released to the public.

A similar concern was raised and resolved in the Competitive Markets Initiatives docket,
D.T.E. 01-54. Inthat docket, the Attorney General indicated that the designation of low-income
customers or low-income rate classifications should not be released without customer consent. See

Competitive Market Initiatives, D.T.E. 01-54, Technical Sesson Transcript (7/24/01), at 63-

*1t should be noted that Mass. Electric does not collect or maintain any personal financial information regarding its
customers. Accordingly, Mass. Electric is not in aposition to share financial information regarding its customers
with other utilities. Mass. Electric’ s computers simply recognize whether or not a customer is on the residential

12



64; Initid Comments of the Office of the Attorney Generd in D.T.E. 01-54, at 2 (8/10/01).

Moreover, the Massachusetts Union of Public Housing Tenants and National Consumer Law Center
expressed a concern that if the class of low-income customers was released to competitive suppliers,
tremendous redlining and economic harm could occur. Initid Comments of the Massachusetts Union of
Public Housing Tenants and National Consumer Law Center in D.T.E. 01-54 (8/10/01). Asa
response, the Department concluded that in preparing the Customer Information Lists for disclosure,
distribution companies should categorize the rate classfications of their resdentia customersin a manner
that does not differentiate between low-income customers and other customers receiving the same
sarvice. D.T.E. 01-54-A, at 15 (2001). Accordingly, in order for a sharing program to work, utilities
and socid service agencies would have to execute privacy protection agreements to share this sengtive
data, and not to release the data to the public.

CONCLUSION

Mass. Electric strongly supports the Department’ s effort to increase the penetration rate for
discounted electric, gas and telephone services and encourages the use of technology to exchange data
to/from an agency that would act as a centraized bureau to validate benefits digibility and forward
customer specific enrollment information to the utility. Mass. Electric respectfully requests, however,
that the Department address a number of issues surrounding a computer matching program, including:
(1) the fact that digibility standards differ among the utilities, and therefore customers who qudify for a

discount rate of one utility may not qudify for the discount rate of ancther utility; (2) the verification

discount rate R-2.
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processis not streamlined among

agencies, (3) the difficulty resulting from alack of an identifier for autility to confirm that the
Company has recognized the proper customer; (4) the legd issues surrounding customer privecy rights;
and (5) the expensesinvolved in developing and implementing the automated processes presented in the
Department’ s questions,

Respectfully submitted,

MASSACHUSETTSELECTRIC COMPANY
AND NANTUCKET ELECTRIC COMPANY

By their attorney,

Laura S. Olton
25 Research Drive
Westborough, MA 01582

Date: January 24, 2002
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